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ABSTRACT

Youth aging out of foster care are assumed to embody a
disempowered group, for whom civic engagement opportunities are rare. Utilizing a targeted initiative, this study explores
individual- and community-level outcomes derived from foster
youth civic engagement. Data were collected via: (a) interview
and survey research with foster youth advisory board leaders; (b)
interview and survey research with civic youth workers; and, (c)
non-participant observation of ﬁve foster youth advisory board
meetings. Directed content analysis revealed three emergent
themes, which transcended the data inductively (Opportunity
through Access; Positive Conceptions of New Jersey’s Department of Children and Families; and, Participatory Competence).
These themes support and extend our current understanding
of empowering outcomes for this population. Implications for
research, policy, and practice are discussed.
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Aging out

As of July 2015, approximately 415,129 children were living in foster care
nationwide (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2015). They are a
heterogeneous group, comprised of males (52%) and females (48%). They are
White (42%), Black (24%), and Hispanic (22%). Their median age is 8.0 years,
and their median time-in-care is 12.6 months. In New Jersey (the focal state for
this study), approximately 7,484 children live in out-of-home placements (New
Jersey Department of Children and Families [NJDCF], 2014). They, too, are a
diverse group comprised of males and females (50% to 49%, respectively). They
are Black (33%), White (27%), and Hispanic (21%). The largest age bracket
represented in New Jersey’s foster care system is 6-9 years old (23% of the
state’s youth in care) and the median New Jersey placement is 9.9 months long.
Foster care placements intend to provide all youth with stability
(Christiansen, Havik, & Anderssen, 2010; Osgood, Foster, & Courtney,
2010); yet, no foster placement is without inherent challenges (Samuels &
Pryce, 2008; Simmel, Morton, & Cucinotta, 2012). Because the coming of age
process is marked by change and transition (Erikson, 1968; Peterson & Leffert,
1995), youth in care are assumed to be in “double jeopardy.” Because of their
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unique social locations, those who grow up in care are perpetually linked
throughout the child welfare literature with outcome-oriented risk factors, such
as difﬁculty pursuing or completing higher education (Osgood et al., 2010;
Pecora et al., 2006), emotional and/or behavioral problems (Pecora et al., 2009;
Simmel, 2011), and poverty/homelessness (Dworsky & Courtney, 2009; Fowler,
Toro, & Miles, 2009; Pecora et al., 2006; Zlotnick, 2009). Many foster youth
transition to adulthood with the emotional baggage and self-stigma derived
from their involuntary removal from a primary home, placement instability,
and a history of child abuse and/or neglect (Kools, 1997; Munson & McMillen,
2009; Stott & Gustavsson, 2010). This process of transitioning from foster care
to adulthood is colloquially known as “aging out,” the period when youth are
discharged or emancipated from state care (Atkinson, 2008).
For the general population of youth, hallmarks of transitioning to adulthood
have included moving away from one’s parents, getting married, having
children, and buying a home—assuming adult responsibilities and becoming
self sufﬁcient (Arnett, 2000, 2007). As upwardly mobile youth take longer and
longer to reach these milestones—and adulthood is assumed to emerge over an
extended period—the aging out process for youth in care is devoid of a similar
buffer (Atkinson, 2008; Dworsky & Courtney, 2009; Goodkind, Schelbe, &
Shook, 2011). Coming of age in a foster care system, without an intrinsic
network to fall back on or feel part of, is decidedly harder (Avery & Freundlich,
2009). Youth aging out of care have historic difﬁculty transitioning to
independence (Courtney & Heuring, 2005); yet, how one fares during this
inevitable transition will have lifelong impact (Osgood et al., 2010), with
implications for both the individual and society. Child welfare policymakers,
practitioners, and scholars can beneﬁt from descriptive studies of targeted, prosocial initiatives that seek to build capacity for, and empower, young people
aging out as they transition to adult citizenry.
Psychological empowerment

Psychological empowerment (empowerment at the individual level) is allied
with participation in the civic sphere (Zimmerman, 1990; Zimmerman &
Rappaport, 1988). Civic engagement is broadly deﬁned by two dimensions:
activism and service (Boyte, 2005; Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Malone & Julian,
2005; Walker, 2000; Watts & Flanagan, 2007), both of which can result in
individual and community-level outcomes. Civic engagement—activism and
service for one’s community—has been shown to produce civic literacy (Kahne
& Sporte, 2008) and a sense of belonging (Stott & Gustavsson, 2010). These can
be valuable outcomes for a population assumed to face relational and ecological
transience. Yet opportunities to civically engage are not evenly distributed by
race, ethnicity, or social class (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Mahoney, Larson,
Eccles, & Lord, 2005); ergo, tailored engagement initiatives must target aging
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out young people. Getting involved in society and learning to work with others
will better prepare this population for adult citizenry. When youth become
civically engaged, they are more invested in their future outcomes (Greenan
& Powers, 2007). Similarly, civic engagement can produce psychological
empowerment and social change (Maton & Salem, 1995; Zimmerman &
Rappaport, 1988; Zimmerman, 1990).
Empowerment is a process whereby an individual or community seeks to
gain control of an external circumstance (Zimmerman, 1995). While the
colloquial usage of the term empowerment appears malleable from context to
context (Zippay, 1995), the theoretical deﬁnition of psychological empowerment
refers to one’s behavioral, relational, interactional (cognitive), and intrapersonal (emotional) interactions with macro forces (Christens, 2012; Speer, 2000;
Zimmerman, Israel, Schultz, & Checkoway, 1992). Behavioral empowerment
pertains to exercising inﬂuence in the civic sphere. It is comprised of individual
acts that inﬂuence the social and political environment (Russell, Muraco,
Subramaniam, & Laub, 2009; Zimmerman, 1990). The relational component
of psychological empowerment is an evolving body of literature that pertains
to the cultivation of social power through social relationships. Relational
empowerment draws on social capital, social support, sense of community,
and social network literatures; however, it is differentiated from these allied
constructs by its ability to facilitate the empowerment of others over time
(Christens, 2012). The interactional (cognitive) component of psychological
empowerment refers to one’s mastery of understanding about the civic domain
(Speer, 2000; Zimmerman et al., 1992). Despite lack of structural opportunities,
some disadvantaged youth may beneﬁt from the civic competencies of a
parent (McIntosh, Hart, & Youniss, 2007). This transfer of knowledge is less
likely, however, when youth live in foster care. Finally, the intrapersonal
(emotional) component of psychological empowerment refers to one’s belief in
his or her capacity to effect change (Christens, Speer, & Peterson, 2011;
Zimmerman et al., 1992). It refers to her or his perceived ability to inﬂuence
an outcome.
Foster youth advisory boards

Since the advent of Chafee Independence Programs, state child welfare agencies
have sought to empower aging out youth, by extending services to this
population and by seeking to incorporate them in the policies and services they
encounter (Children’s Bureau, 2012). Foster youth advisory boards, which
embed foster youth in their larger communities and which call on self-selecting
youth to be political actors or “agents of change” on behalf of other youth still
in care, are representative of this inclusive programming. While foster youth
advisory boards exist in every state in the nation, there is currently no national
model pertaining to their implementation (Forenza & Happonen, 2016).
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Consequently, each state is assumed to implement different models of local
foster youth advisory board initiatives.
Research shows that there are myriad beneﬁts of engaging foster youth in
child welfare services. These beneﬁts include: Improved relationships between
caseworkers and youth; increased youth engagement that fosters change; and,
the creation of more effective policies, programs, and services (Crowe, 2007).
A youth advisory board in California (California Youth Connection) is one
such organization. This group is made up of former and current foster youth
who—in addition to other reforms—have used their advocacy and leadership
skills to change the way foster youth are educated in non-traditional settings
(Rodriquez, 2005). Rodriquez (2005) additionally informs that,
The organization’s advocacy efforts have shattered the stereotype that young people in foster
care are too young and inexperienced to participate in policy making and . . . are in the best
position to advise the foster care advocacy community about what works and what does not.
(p.170)

Another organization that empowers youth in foster care is The Mockingbird
Society based in Washington State, which ﬁghts to ensure that youth have a
voice in every decision impacting the child welfare system. The Mockingbird
Society believes that foster youth perspectives are critical to developing effective
child welfare policies (Mockingbird Society, 2016). While California Youth
Connection and The Mockingbird Society are two examples of foster youth
advisory boards that have affected community-level policy change, little is
known about the individual-level outcomes that such organizations may be
capable of producing.
Methods
Research design, setting, and sample

Youth Advisory Board (YAB) is a targeted engagement initiative for young people
aging out of foster care in New Jersey. Funded through the New Jersey Department
of Children and Families (DCF), YAB encourages activism and service among
aging out youth, who self-select to join a local YAB membership. Twelve local
memberships are facilitated throughout New Jersey by 12 independent vendor
agencies; while a statewide model exists, each of these agencies were observed to
implement their local programs slightly differently. Each local membership is led
by an elected executive board (President, Vice President, Secretary, Treasurer)
under the auspices of a civic youth worker, who is the (adult) professional
employee of the vendor agency. Each executive board is responsible for charting a
course on behalf of the membership, and—within broad parameters from the state
child welfare agency—each executive board must implement a speciﬁed number
of policy/outreach (activist-oriented) and community-based (service-oriented)
projects per year.
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A cross sectional, qualitative study was employed to investigate the
individual- and community-level outcomes that YAB executive board members
(President, etc.) encountered throughout their YAB involvement. 14 ethnically
diverse executive board members were purposively recruited into the study for
in-depth interviewing. The characteristics of YAB leaders—at time of the
interview—are summarized in Table 1. Each was interviewed at a single point
in time (cross-sectional research) and each received $25 for sharing her/his
insight.
As per Table 1 and as per Institutional Review Board approval—all
participants were at least 18 years old. The greatest frequency of participant selfidentiﬁed gender was female; the greatest frequency of participant self-identiﬁed
race/ethnicity was Black/African American. The majority of participants
had open cases and lived in group homes/supportive housing. Additional
information pertaining to a participant’s DCF case history is summarized in
Table 2. Per Table 2, the median age at which a participant in this study was
removed from her/his primary home was age 13 years. The median number of
foster placements (which was inclusive of traditional foster placements, but also
residential treatment and kinship care scenarios) was eight.
A small number of civic youth workers (the adult professional employee at a
given vendor agency) also participated in this research. Their characteristics are
summarized in Table 3. While all 12 civic youth workers were invited into this
study, only four opted to participate. None was compensated.
Sampling civic youth workers (men and women, who were mostly White/
Caucasian and in their 30s) was one effort to triangulate data collection efforts.
In the pursuit of academic rigor, other triangulation efforts included descriptive
survey research with both YAB leaders and civic youth workers. A ﬁnal mode of
data collection involved non-participant observation at ﬁve YAB meetings
at ﬁve distinct YAB memberships throughout New Jersey, during a single
academic year.
Table 1. Characteristics of YAB leaders at time of interview.
Leaders Characteristics (N ¼ 14)
Age Range (yrs)
Gender
Race/Ethnicity

Case Status
Current Residence

18–23
Female
Male
Black/African American
Interracial
Hispanic/Latino
Does not identify
Open
Closed
Didn’t know
Group home/supportive
housing
Independent living
College campus
With a relative
Did not disclose

Frequency

%

14
10
4
10
2
1
1
8
5
1
8

100.0
71.4
28.6
71.4
14.3
7.1
7.1
57.1
35.7
7.1
57.1

2
2
1
1

14.3
14.3
7.1
7.1
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Table 2. YAB leader case history.
Leaders Characteristics (N ¼ 14)

Mean

Median

Age (yr) when participant ﬁrst lived apart from primary home
Cumulative number of foster placements

10.3
11.3

13.0
8.0

Table 3. Characteristics of civic youth workers, at time of interview.
Workers Characteristics (N ¼ 4)
Age range
Gender
Race/Ethnicity

30 –39
40 –49
Female
Male
White/non-Hispanic
Black/African American

Frequency

%

3
1
2
2
3
1

75.0
25.0
50.0
50.0
75.0
25.0

Data collection and analysis

The qualitative interview questionnaire—created with methodological and
subject matter experts—asked YAB leaders and civic youth workers openended questions pertaining to their perceived empowerment- and socialchange-oriented outcomes of YAB participation. Probes included: What
projects had been pursued and/or accomplished through YAB; what changes
did YAB intend to effect; and, how might YAB participation have inﬂuenced
one’s career goals? Per Institutional Review Board agreement, no audio or video
recording of YAB leaders (considered a special population by the respective
IRB) could occur. Therefore, the principal investigator (also the sole data
collector and author of this paper) had to take notes in real-time as participants
responded to the interview queries. After a response concluded, the author
conferred with each participant to ensure that what he (the author) had
transcribed was an accurate reﬂection of a participant’s statement. This
iterative process functioned as a form of member checking.
To complement the narrative data, a brief, descriptive survey—administered
to both YAB leaders and civic youth workers—measured perceptions of YABrelated impact at the individual and community levels. This brief survey is
assumed to complement the qualitative data because—while it makes no causal
inferences—it offers a numeric illustration of what YAB is perceived to produce
at the individual and community levels. This survey was created in concert with
an empowerment expert, who allowed the author to use variations of questions
that he (the expert) had used in validated measures of psychological
empowerment. Finally, ﬁve non-participant observations were conducted in
both urban (. 50,000 residents) and suburban (, 30,000 residents) YAB
settings, so that the author could contextualize ﬁndings from the traditional
qualitative and quantitative data collection techniques.
With respect to analysis: Directed content analysis was conducted using
ATLAS.ti software. Directed content analysis is a process whereby the interview
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questionnaire, initial coding schemas, and results are organized according to
existing theory (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), though new themes are allowed to
emerge from the data inductively. In this study, emergent themes (which are
supported by a majority of participants) support and extend our traditional
understandings of psychological empowerment. Emergent themes also offer
illustration of YAB leaders’ pursuits of social change. Regarding the descriptive
data acquired from YAB leader and civic youth worker surveys: Microsoft Excel
produced measures of central tendency to complement the directed content
analysis of qualitative data. Finally, ﬁeld notes of non-participant observation
offers further context for this study.
Results

The emergent themes of this study, which support and extend our understanding
of psychological empowerment for young people aging out of foster care—and
which illustrate the pursuit of social change among YAB leaders in this sample—
are: (1) opportunity through access; (2) positive conceptions of DCF; and (3)
participatory competence. While results are organized according to existing
theory (vis-à-vis the empirically tested dimensions of psychological empowerment), these themes emerged from the data inductively. In other words, they
were not expressly probed for in the questionnaire, yet a majority of participants
(n ¼ 8) illustrated or explicated them.
Psychological empowerment
Behavioral empowerment

Behavioral empowerment refers to individual acts that inﬂuence the social
and political environment (Russell et al., 2009; Zimmerman, 1990). It is
demonstrated by one’s propensity to act in the civic sphere. Among this sample
of YAB leaders (N ¼ 14), behavioral empowerment is best exempliﬁed by their
self-selection to join YAB and then to pursue an elected position of leadership
(e.g., President). Interestingly, only a minority of YAB leaders (n ¼ 2) indicated
having joined YAB merely because they were enticed by hearing about it. Most
(n ¼ 8) were recruited into YAB by a current member, a former member, a
caseworker, or the civic youth worker charged with YAB oversight. Even so, all
leaders in this study demonstrated a desire to inﬂuence the social and political
environment when they opted to run for an executive board position. Some
offered succinct motivations for pursuing their elected position (e.g., “I like to
be in charge”), while others offered a more nuanced explanation (e.g., “I want
to be heard . . . as long as my voice is getting across, people can choose to listen
or not”).
As YAB leaders, these individuals are political actors in their microdemocracies (the local YAB memberships), where they must chart a course for
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the organization. This includes implementing an express number of activistand service-oriented projects per year. Service projects described by YAB
leaders and civic youth workers have included initiatives targeting aged out
youth living independently, LGBTQ youth living in care, teen mothers who
receive services from a local agency, senior citizens in a nearby retirement
community, and people who happen to be homeless. Service to these
populations places YAB leaders (and members) in a larger community context,
where leaders in this sample must engage with other political actors. YAB
leaders in this sample are also engaged in policy/outreach efforts. These efforts
include: A YAB-written theatrical skit, which is performed locally to recruit
foster, adoptive, and resource parents; an annual conference, which was created
to inform New Jersey’s child welfare agency and its state legislators about
perceived caseworker inaction; and, as described by one civic youth worker,
“A hip-hop summit” to inspire youth through music.
Relational empowerment

YAB leaders also demonstrated a propensity to civically engage through their
mentoring of general members—typically described as younger—and their
desire to give something back to the larger population of children in care.
To quote one YAB leader:
When you’re younger, you think you can only sell drugs; you’re not smart enough; you don’t
have everything that you think everyone else has. We show the younger kids that you can be
successful and happy and have a productive life; you can work hard. We were all in the same
place . . . we give them hope.

The sentiment above is illustrative of psychological empowerment’s relational
dimension, which is differentiated from social support and social capital by
its ability to facilitate the empowerment of others over time (Christens, 2012).
YAB leaders in this study best illustrated relational empowerment when they
all (N ¼ 14) described propensities to pursue longitudinal change on behalf
of other children in foster care: “I’m very passionate about changing the
system . . . to be able to help other people so they don’t have to go through
the mess I went through is why I stay involved,” said one leader.
Interactional (Cognitive) empowerment

The interactional (cognitive) component of psychological empowerment is
about mastery of understanding in the civic sphere (Speer, 2000; Zimmerman
et al., 1992). Research (Christens et al., 2011) suggests that it is possible to
understand how to pursue social change (interactional psychological
empowerment), without actually feeling capable of making change
(intrapersonal psychological empowerment). This premise was illustrated by
a YAB leader who said, “We do projects to change the system, but we can’t
change the system; we can only give opinions; we can only give facts and
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experiences. Only DCF can change the system.” Nevertheless, most leaders in
this study described interactional knowledge that was tandem to intrapersonal
feelings about effecting micro or macro change. For example: “I’ve learned the
chain of command at DCF—who to talk to and who to go over,” said one.
Perhaps, the best example of interactional knowledge yielding an individual
outcome is illustrated here:
Over winter break, DCF told me I would have to move to (a municipality), but when I brought
this up to (administrator’s name), he helped me get a better placement. When you know how
the system works, you’re able to better your situation . . . Just because you’re an ‘at risk’ teen
doesn’t mean you’re a throw away.

As illustrated by the quote above, the ﬁrst emergent theme of this study
pertains to Opportunity Through Access. The notion of “access” transcended
the data and extended to tangible and intangible beneﬁts for most leaders in
this study (n ¼ 8). One leader noted that a relationship with a caseworker
got better because of his access to DCF through YAB. Another leader
indicated that when her civic youth worker was prohibited from doing so,
she was able to secure a professional letter of recommendation from the
statewide YAB coordinator. A third leader recalled her civic youth worker
having personally purchased school supplies for her to attend community
college. Perhaps, the most palpable illustration of opportunity through access,
however, came from a YAB alumna who aged out of foster care and is
currently living with a resource parent and community leader she ﬁrst met
through YAB.
Intrapersonal (Emotional) empowerment

Intrapersonal empowerment refers to one’s belief in his or her capacity to affect
change (Christens et al., 2011; Zimmerman et al., 1992). This trait was observed
in a majority of YAB leader interviews, when youth described the impact that
their YAB participation has made. One leader expressed his perception that
DCF—as a whole—had “gotten better” throughout his tenure of YAB
involvement. Another stated “I can actively see change at DCF . . . it makes me
feel like I’ve done something right.” A third illustrated intrapersonal
psychological empowerment when she stated, “If you want something, you
have to work for it yourself . . . not DCF, not your mom, not your dad . . . . you
have to work for it yourself.” The perception of intrapersonal empowerment
through personal accountability was reiterated by a civic youth worker, who
noted his role in “assisting youth in learning what being an adult is about and
learning how to be responsible, and responsible for individual actions.”
The above quotes are illustrative of an additional emergent theme, Positive
Conceptions of DCF. All YAB leaders in this study (N ¼ 14) viewed New
Jersey’s child welfare agency, positively. For example: “I’m less judgmental of
DCF outcomes,” said one YAB leader. Others shared a similar sentiment:
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DCF changed my life in good and bad ways; good, in that I found out what I’m going to do
with my life. I’ve met so many people who shaped me and helped me and supported me. If I get
angry, I always have something to do with myself.
It’s really cool for me to sit and watch other people in the system grow and overcome—and in
some cases, not overcome—adversity. YAB has broadened my education and knowledge. I’m
much more acceptant of life circumstances. I’m less judgmental of DCF outcomes. Kids can
make it. They do make it, in different ways.

Leaders in this study—through interview and observation—demonstrated a
desire to bring general members and non-members closer to the agency
charged with their care. In one instance, the author observed YAB leaders
working alongside DCF to present information on services for LGBTQ youth in
care; in another instance, a focal leader described helping DCF create a public
service announcement encouraging youth to stay in care until they reached
21 years old. Directed content analysis of interview data suggested that YAB
leaders also gave presentations regularly with—and often for—DCF ofﬁcials.
Pursuit of social change

When asked to offer concluding thoughts, leaders in this study shared
their appreciation for the “family” (community) dynamic of YAB, but also
reﬂected on their assumed reasons for staying involved: “YAB is like a family.
We go through it. We argue. But the outcome is so beautiful when we get our points
across and when we get our problems addressed,” said one individual. Another
echoed a similar sentiment of gratitude, combined with the pursuit of change:
The purpose of YAB is not only to give youth a chance to advocate for themselves and have a
direct connection to DCF, but also to give youth who feel isolated the opportunity to come
together . . . As foster care youth, we may not have the same advantages as others – YAB helps
us develop as a person; we develop as leaders and get a better sense of ourselves.

These results are organized around the phrase “pursuit of change,” as—more
often than not—that is what leaders in this study were doing (pursuing change,
as opposed to effecting it). Yet, at a focal YAB meeting, several YAB leaders
were able to articulate a tangible policy outcome associated with their advocacy
on behalf of other young people in state care. In explaining how YAB worked to
a potential new member, these leaders explained what they referred to as “The
Dufﬂe Bag Policy.”
In July 2011, YAB leaders joined New Jersey’s First Lady, New Jersey’s DCF
Commissioner, and representatives from the private sector to announce the
donation of 7,000 dufﬂe bags to DCF. The bags were to be used for moving a
child’s belongings from a respondent home, as well as between placements.
A child’s belongings had previously been moved via the cheapest means
possible: garbage bags. But through the efforts of a local YAB, the message that
foster youth and their belongings had value and worth resonated. “We thought
that kids deserved more than garbage bags,” a YAB President explained at the
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meeting, “Garbage bags sent the wrong message and we let the state know that.”
At the conclusion of her explanation, silence befell the meeting room, as each
member nodded in agreement.
The dufﬂe bag initiative illustrates systemic social change in the foster care
delivery system as a result of YAB activism. When such change occurs, both
foster youth and society are assumed to beneﬁt. Including foster youth in
the democratic process makes government more responsive to their needs and
private citizens more aware of the myriad oppressions they face. As YAB
leaders in this study participate in empowering engagement initiatives like
YAB, they are simultaneously challenging the status quo and forcing the larger
community to re-conceptualize its perceptions of foster youth and foster youth
capabilities. Per Table 4, both YAB leaders and civic youth workers in this study
view YAB as an organization capable of producing change.
Speciﬁcally, Table 4 probes each of the components of psychological
empowerment: behavioral, relational, interactional (cognitive), and intrapersonal (emotional). The core questions about pursuing change, working with
others, and affecting change were created in concert with an empowerment
expert, who has published numerous empowerment measures (Peterson et al.,
2006; Peterson, Peterson, Christens, & Morton, 2011). In Table 4, however,
each of these questions is framed around YAB as a conduit for pursuing/
affecting change and working with others, for example. On a 5-point scale (with
ﬁve being the highest), both YAB leaders and civic youth workers ranked a
majority of questions above four points. The exception is a lone question about
YAB allowing one to facilitate change in his/her local neighborhood, which was
ranked in the three-point range. The author assumes the “neighborhood”
question was ranked lower than the rest because it speaks more to service than
to activism, and—per numerous studies—youth and adults are hard-pressed to
make a conceptual link between service and activism, even though both are the
dimensions of civic engagement.

Table 4. Youth and civic youth worker perspectives: Average indication for response to 5-point scale.
Sample
“On a scale of 1 to 5—with 1 being ‘strongly disagree’ and 5 being
‘strongly agree’—please indicate the extent to which you afﬁrm
the following . . . ” (Average Indication)
YS has allowed me/youth to pursue change on behalf of [state’s]
youth in foster care
YS has allowed me/youth to pursue change in my/their local
neighborhood
YS has allowed me/youth to work with others to ensure that
change happens
YS has helped me/youth to acquire the knowledge needed to
affect change
Because of YS, I feel that I can affect change
Because of YS, I am effective at making change in my community

YS Leaders
(N ¼ 14)

Civic Youth Workers
(N ¼ 4)

4.6

4.5

3.9

3.5

4.7

4.3

4.9

4.5

4.9
4.9

NA
NA
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When asked to discuss “goals for the future,” and longitudinal YAB
inﬂuence, all YAB leaders (N ¼ 14) in this study were universally quick to
identify a link between YAB or foster care involvement and their future career
choice. The notions of “helping others” and “making a difference” were
pervasive throughout YAB leader responses. “I want to be a nurse. I want to
help people—especially people in the same situation that I’m in,” said one
leader. “Before YAB . . . I wanted to be a cop. Then I got into YAB and, while
being a cop would be good, they only take care of the bad guys. Helping youth
allows you to be part of a bigger solution,” said another. “As a future social
worker, I hope to hone in my advocacy skills. And who better to advocate for
youth in care than those who were previously in care?” echoed a third leader.
All participants indicated that they had professional aspirations, and all
participants (N ¼ 14) described a desire to continue helping those in care.
These intentions may be illustrative of a ﬁnal emergent theme, Participatory
Competence, which refers to empowerment as an evolving, developmental
trajectory (Kieffer, 1984). Like one’s history of foster care placement or YAB
involvement, participatory competence is a process that will extend beyond
one’s aging out experience and into adult citizenry. Cultivating participatory
competence is assumed to afford a YAB leader more control of (or the
perception of control of) socioenvironmental forces that are generally
disempowering for youth aging out of care. As illustrated by the dufﬂe bag
policy, it is possible for those aging out to make a sustained difference in the
lives of children still in care and it is possible for society to reconceptualize
those aging out as political actors capable of affecting government policy, as
opposed to being the mere passive beneﬁciaries of government services.
Discussion

Describing outcomes of foster youth engagement—chieﬂy, psychological
empowerment and the pursuit of social change—suggests that YAB and initiatives
like it can be capable of producing individual and community-level good for
young people aging out of foster care and into adulthood. This research has
supported and extended the existing understanding of psychological empowerment, by illustrating the emergent themes of (a) opportunity through access;
(b) positive conceptions of DCF; and (c) participatory competence, as experienced
by 14 young people aging out of state care. Since young people aging out of
care are assumed to embody a disempowered group, this research is assumed
to be impactful for child welfare policymakers, practitioners, and scholars.
Implications for research, policy, and practice
Researchers

The author recommends additional research to support or refute the necessity of
a national YAB model. Such a model would oversee state-level YAB initiatives.
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While a national model is not a cure-all for issues of programmatic inﬁdelity,
such a model would provide local, county, and/or regional memberships with
clearer direction. Such a model would enable YAB leaders and other program
participants to: (a) collaborate on duplicate, intra- and inter-state efforts, which
may facilitate social capital among foster youth, and (b) collaborate on interstate policies that may inﬂuence more streamlined and federalized child welfare
laws. The prospective national YAB must have clearly operationalized
parameters for participation (age, population served, etc.) as well as clearly
operationalized goals and objectives (e.g., “Every local board must execute at
least six projects per year that incorporate both service and activism”).
Future research should also explore outcomes associated with aging out and
civic engagement with larger, quantitative samples that include the vast majority
of foster youth who may never be privy to such initiatives. These prospective
studies have potential to yield data that is generalizable and broadly useful for the
creation and maintenance of allied engagement initiatives. Future longitudinal
research may also examine the extent to which civic engagement initiatives
facilitate the cultivation of participatory competence (one ﬁnding of this study),
or feelings of empowerment through the life course of foster care alumni.
Policymakers

Broadly speaking, young people are assumed to be apolitical. They beneﬁt from
government services like child welfare, education, community development,
and public safety, though they are rarely conceptualized as capable of impacting
any of those domains. Policymakers will beneﬁt from this innovative
contribution, which suggests that young people are, in fact, strengths-based,
and should be perceived and treated as such (as opposed to deﬁcits based) by
the government systems charged with their care. Similarly, a major ﬁnding
of this research is the perception among YAB leaders that their personal
connections to child welfare policymakers (“Opportunity through Access”)
often bettered individual-level circumstances. To this end—and in the interest
of addressing a potential injustice—it behooves policymakers to cultivate more
personal relationships with the constituencies they serve (even youthful
constituencies perceived to be apolitical).
Practitioners

Policymakers and practitioners will also beneﬁt from another ﬁnding from
this study: Increased contact and collaboration with child welfare constituents
yields a greater understanding and appreciation for the state agencies tasked
with implementing foster care policy (e.g. “Positive Conceptions of DCF”).
Practitioners working in direct care capacities with young people in, and aging
out of, state systems will also beneﬁt from the ﬁnding that YAB leadership may
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promote participatory competence (AKA “empowerment through the life
course”), for a traditionally disempowered population.
Researchers, policymakers, and practitioners

As more engagement initiatives are created and assessed, researchers,
policymakers, and practitioners must agree on what outcomes constitute
successful engagement. For example: Are programs like Youth Advisory Board to
be measured exclusively by their sheer productivity? The number of policies they
affect? Or are such programs to be assessed via the individual-level outcomes
they are capable of producing? Psychological empowerment at the individual
level is presumably more common than policy change. However, psychological
empowerment is harder to measure, since it relies heavily on participant selfreports of a multi-dimensional construct. For those aging out of state foster care
systems, however, positive, pro-social individual-level outcomes—and the
perception of being empowered—may be the more desirable effect.
Limitations

In the absence of a sampling frame that includes measures of involvement,
this study relied on organizational leadership as a proxy for heightened YAB
membership. However, not all leaders were invited to participate: IRB agreement
stipulated that minors (leaders younger than age 18 years) could not be invited
into the study. Similarly, access to leaders was established after making initial
contact with the civic youth worker in charge of each membership; consequently,
some civic youth workers did not respond to repeated requests for access.
Like all qualitative research, this study is only generalizeable to its primary
participants: YAB leaders older than age 18 years, which constitutes a selfselecting, high achieving sample. Additionally, qualitative research is not
context-free. The lens each participant brings to the engagement experience
differs and so, too, will his or her perceptions of YAB-related outcomes. The
themes uncovered here do not yield a quantiﬁable summation of whether
engagement actually makes a difference for this traditionally disempowered
group; instead, through a triangulation of data collection methods, this research
presents the essence of allied engagement outcomes for youth participating in
this study. The author believes that this research makes an innovative and
(much needed) strengths-based contribution to the ﬁeld of child welfare, as well
as the civil society, psychological empowerment, and social change literatures.
Notes on contributor
Brad Forenza is an assistant professor of Child Advocacy and Policy at Montclair State
University. His research foci include child welfare, youth development, and civil society. His
academic career is accentuated by direct practice at youth and family development agencies, as
well as public policy analysis.
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